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Creating a Bru Writing System 

In order to use the Thai alphabet to write Bru. each Bru phoneme must 
be matched with an appropriate Thai alphabet symbol. In order to avoid 
confusion, each Bru phoneme must correspond to only one Thai alphabet 
symbol. Where a Bru phoneme has the same sound as in the Thai language, 
one of the corresponding Thai alphabet symbols was used. For the Bru sounds 
that have no corresponding match In the Thai language, the Thai alphabet 
symbol, which most closely represents the sound value in Bru, was used. These 
choices were not always straightfonward, though, as Bru is significantly different 
than the Thai language. Because of this, we used the principles of cultural 
acceptability, readability and simplicity in designing and testing the Bru 
orthography. Three of the differences between the sounds in Bru and in Thai that 
are discussed here are syllabic nasals, vowel register and vowel height. 

Bru Syllabic Nasal Consonants 

Syllabic nasals in Bru are nasal sounds that have the weight and length 
of a whole syllable. In Bru these sounds are always at the t>eginning of a word. 
The syllabic nasals in Bru also assimilate or take on the point of articulation of the 
next consonant. For example, a syllabic nasal next to a "b** would t>e an "m" 
sound while a syllabic nasal next to a "k" would be an "q" sound. 

While Thai does not have syllabic nasals, they saturate Bru speech. One 
option to write the syllabic nasals in Bru is to use the Thai >J u Qj and ^ with the 
Thai mai chatawa tone - mark over it t>efbre the tntttal consonant. In testing, we 
found that in writing syllabic nasals Bru writers often mixed up the n, m or ng, 
cleariy showing assimilation and that, in the writer's mind, there is only one 
phonemic syllabic nasal. 

A second alternative is used in Ta'oih and Katu, two Lao based 
phonologies. This solutk)ri uses the y\ ''leading h** consonant in front of the 
prenasalized stop, e.g. VllTl mpua yather" (van der Haak 1993:258-259). An 
advantage of this last solution is that it looks somewhat That. However, at the 
same time it looks somewhat awkward because M h will be written in front of 
stops and not in front of liquid consonants as in Thai. 

A third altemative way of writing the syllabic nasal is to use an 
orthographically created syllable that does not really exist. This solution is used in 
the Kul and Northern Khmer orthographies. Option 3 is easy for the reader to 
attack and decode because they decode it in the same way they would decode 
any other syllable pattem. The problem with this option is that it makes a text 
look "busy" as Bru is full of syllabic nasals and it creates a new orthographic 
syllable pattern that would not otherwise exist. 
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BrulnlPA 


English G)o«s 


Optioni 


Option 2 


Opbon3 


mpua 


"father" 


uih 


yiih 


iiih 


ntai) 


*to be heavy" 




v\m^ 


^^a>3 


qke:l 


"cucumber" 


^UflG) 


viun« 


fiuna 



Table 1 Comparison Chart of Optk>ns for Writing the Bru Syllabic Nasal 

Bru Vowels 

As in many Mon-Khmer languages, vowels in Bru Khong Chiem are 
numerous. In contrast to Thai. Bru vowels differ In tongue height and in 
breathiness and gliding. The complexity of the Bru sound system and the 
differences between Bru and Thai shows up clearly in the vowels. 

Vtnpei Register 

Like many Katuic Mon-Khmer languages Bru vowels can be divided into 
two groups or registers. The first one is clear and tense.the secorxj one breathy. 
Both registers also show some off- or on-gliding in predictat>te areas of the vowel 
chart. 

\x\ Thai based orthographies of Katuic languages, markirvg register with 
the Thai mat eek x has precedence. The foUowtng is an example of register in 
Bru. 



Second Register 


First Register 


Im'r? ] 


**to visit" 


u»r 


[mel ] 


"or" 


u»r 


[p'a^] 


'^thousand" 


ifu 


Ipa^n] 


"to shoot" 


ifu 


[ti?] 


"to hurt" 


H 


[ti? ] 


"to 
criticize" 


9\ 



Table 2 Examples of Register Contrast In Bru - lOiong Chtem (adapted from 

Green 1996) 

The main problem in using the Thai mat eek to mark register is that It 
may need to be taught since it is a different use than the normal Thai convention. 
It is, however, also possible that a fluent reader can figure out its use through 
reading. 



Vowel Levels 

One of the most complex orthographic problems in Bru is that in 
comparison to Thai, Bru has an "extra" set of central and back vowels and 
diphthongs. This means that it is not possible to simply use the corresponding 
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Thai vowel symbols, but tests are needed to see which Thai symbol t>est 
corresponds to the Bru sound and create a new symbol combinatk^n to 
adequately represent the different Bru sound. 

This extra vowel level in Bru manifests itself in both registers (except in 
the mid-open level) and often, t>ut not always, in both the long and short vowel 
versions in the central and b^ck vowels. An added problem for the central vowels 
is that Thai does not distinguish length orthographically for the mid central vowel 
while length is contrastive in Bru. The following chart shows the four layers of 
Bru central and back vowels. The vowels that differ firom Thai are shaded. 





Central 


Back 


CiOM 


Ul 


u 


Md 


Y 





Open Rid 


A 





0pm 


a 


a 



Table 3 Vowel Heights Unique to Bru 



Central Vovwals 

Thai convention uses a composite of vowel symbols to represent the 
central mid vowel. One option for creating a second layer for the mid central 
vowels Is to use the Thai symt>ol u- instead of I- in the mid central vowel 
combination in order to indicate the lowered mid central vowel. This would 
increase the visual difference. However, this option has an "un-Thai look" and 
breaks Thai orthographic conventions. 

The second option for writing this vow^ is to place the Pali dot under the 
initial consonant of the main syllable in that vowel combination ixx. This could 
distinguish between the higher and lower vowels. This follows the convention 
set by Theraphan (1979). In choosing which vowel to mark, the higher vowel set 
seems more restricted in use, and so, in keeping with the principle of simplicity, rt 
would reason to mark the higher, mid central vowel rather than the open mid 
vowel. 

A negative side to the Pali dot is that rt is not an "outstanding" difference 
and it will be easy for readers to not notice rt while reading, and writers may not 
write it. This then raises another issue of whether or not this wil! contribute to 
loss of the phoneme distinction between the higher and lower mid central vowels. 
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BruinlPA 


,.,„ ^ 

English Gloss 


Option 1 


Opkk>n2 


JTCI) 


"foot" 


am 


kS^ 


prai 


"move along" 


uQu 


lDu 


pV) 


"wind blow up" 


ufiu 


l^U 



Table 4 Comparison Chart of Optk>ns for Writing Bru Central Vowels 

A second problem in the central vowel set is in representing the short 
central mid vowels. Thai uses the symbol combination ixx to mark both the long 
and short central mid vowels. This is not a protylem for Thai (because there is no 
contrast between the long and short central mid vowels. Bru. however, has 
frequent contrast t)etween these vowels. 

One possible option for marking the length difference in the Bru central 
vowel set is to use the Thai 'shortner' symtx)! x to represent short vowels. This 
option Is the way Thai writes sonne foreign words. However, Thai rarely uses this 
option and frequently this use gives a text an "un-Thai" look. 

Miller & Miller (1995) give an alternative solution. They follow the Lao 
orthographic convention, where long and short is contrasted using ix to represent 
the short and ix to represent the long central mid vowel. For example: 



iJri8u 


pahA:m 


"heart" 


ifiu 


(Um 


"to fall over" 



Table 5 Altemative solution for long and short central mid vowel 

This option seems to follow the principle of simplicity, but It is not 
culturally acceptable because it follows Lao rather than Thai orthographic 
conventions 



Back Vowels 

Similar to the central vowels, the Bru back vowels also have an additional 
level. Because Thai orthographic conventions for the back vowels do not have a 
symbol for a fourth vowel, a new symbol needs to be created to represent the 
"non-Thai" sounding back vowel, oi. 
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u: 


tuirn 


"be swollen" 


taku: 


to sit 


o: 


bo:in 


"to sit on (of 
flies)" 


so: 


field hut 


o: 


tani3:in 


"turtle*' 


rasa: 


to chat 


a: 


?amami 


?? 


?aca: 


dog 



Table 6 Contrasting Bru Back Vowels 

One solution for marking the close mid vowel is to use the Thai symbol 
for the open vowel (Ix) and to use either the Thai tone mark mai tree x or Pali dot 
to create a new symbol combination for the Bru open mid back vowel. Similarly. 
an alternative solution is to use the Thai symbol for the back open vowel (xQ) and 
add mai tree or Pali dot. 



Bru inlPA 


English Gloss 


Optbnl 


Option 2 


tamoan 


"turtle" 


^t\£^u or «rlj4« 


9^zuBU or 


p^ixi) 


"stinky" 


Ivl^ or W 


vio^ or v|a<i 


do:I 


"carry on shoulder" 


\m or \m 


^8a or ^as) 



Table 7 Comparison Chart of Options for Writing the Bru Mid and Mid Open 

Back Vowels 

Both of these solutions are simple and do not violate any Thai 
orthographic conventions. The Pali dot in either of these solutions has the 
previously mentioned problems (easy to miss and leave off). Orthographic 
testing showed that Bru speakers considered the open mid back vowel more (Ike 
the Thai mid back vowel T. Because of this, it follows to use the Thai 
orthographic symbol 1 for the open mid back vowel either with the mat tree or Pali 
dot. 



Diphthongs 

Similar to the central and back vowels, Bru has an extra layer of 
contrastive diphthongs. Orthographically, Thai only offers one option for /ia/ and 
/ua/: Ch and -01 / -T. So a new syintjol combination will be needed to 
differentiate the "extra" diphthong level. 
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Closed 


Open 


Front 


mion 


to keep, 
prepare 


mian 


to borrow 


Back 


p**alu3? 


boy (term of 
address) 


p^'alua? 


tusk 



Table 8 Diphthong Heights Unique to Bru 

One option for creating this distinction is to orthographically represent the 
diphthong as two distinct syllables. Miller & Miller (1995) proposed this option. It 
uses long vowels and marks the lower diphthong. This solution, however, 
violates the principles of cultural acceptability and readability arKl looks non-Thai, 
since it breaks both the Thai and Bru orthographic syllable structure and the 
literate Bru found it extremely difficult to read. It also breaks the principle of 
simplicity t)ecause the lower, more orthographically complex diphthong Is more 
frequent than the higher diphthong. 

The second option is to use the Pali dot to indicate the higher set and 
less firequent of the two diphthongs. This is in keeping with the orthographic 
convention Theraphan (1980) set. It maintains the principles of simplicity, 
acceptability and readability because orthographically there is little deviatbn from 
Thai. The negative skle of this solutkjn is that it is overlooked in reading and 
forgotten In writing and thus contributes to the loss of this phoneme distinction. 





midTi 


mian 


palud? 


palua? 


Option I 


lilcju 


iJaiu 


viran 




Option 2 


l»tlU 


l^£IU 




viraa 



Table 9 Comparison of Orthographic Options for Diphthongs 




i,ua4iwjvnjj^fia'3l^msjfiii?'3W?syv\i?2:ifiW4Viii9M'i 6 fan 

In Honor of 

His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej 

On the Auspicious Occasion of his Sixth Cycle Birthday 

Minority Language Orthograph in Thailand; 

Five Case Studies 



Edited by the TU-SIL-LRDP Committee 

Under the auspices of Thammasat University 

and in cooperation with SIL International 

January 2002 



